Gastrointestinal immune system and its disorders.
Over the past 15 years the basic details of the mucosal immune response have been described. The challenge of the next decade is to expand these details and to relate this basic information to pathologic processes in the gastrointestinal tract. It is now clear that secretory IgA is the main immunoglobulin produced by the mucosa. Further, we know that oral rather than parenteral priming preferentially stimulates a secretory IgA response. IgA protects mainly by binding to an intraluminal microorganism or toxin and thereby interfering with its absorption across the gut epithelium. The cellular basis for the IgA response has also been elucidated to some degree. It is clear that the response is highly T cell dependent and requires both helper T cells and switch T cells. With the use of monoclonal antibodies, we have begun to learn about cell-mediated functions in the gut. Suppressor/cytotoxic lymphocytes are largely sequestered in the epithelium whereas helper/inducer lymphocytes mainly reside in the lamina propria. In diseases such as celiac disease and inflammatory bowel disease, several alterations in the gastrointestinal immune system have been described. Some, such as the finding of antibody to gliaden, may be causally related to the disease. Others, such as antibodies to luminal bacteria, likely are secondary events. The challenge of the next decade is to expand these details and to relate this basic information to pathologic processes along the gastrointestinal tract.